WATER      UNDER      THE      BRIDGES
I had an immense admiration and liking for him and had always hoped
to serve under him when he became an Ambassador. In 1915 he was
at last transferred from Russia to Sofia as Minister, in a forlorn attempt
to keep the Bulgarians from toppling over the fence on to the wrong
side in the last war. But it was too late, and his mission there, as mine
to Berlin in 1937, was a failure, possibly for the same reason. Bulgaria
joined the Central Powers and O'Beirne returned to London and in
1916 was attached to Lord Kitchener's Mission to Russia. He was
drowned in the Hampshire with the others, and his death was a great
loss for the British Diplomatic Service. He had a faithful German
Bait servant, who accompanied him to England. When the Mission
was leaving .London to embark on the Hampshire, O'Beirne went to
the wrong station and only caught the ship with a few minutes to
spare by means of a special train. Such is fate.
By the autumn of 1906 all was forgiven and forgotten by the easy-
going Russians. The British Embassy was once more taken back into
favour, and O'Beirne and I joined the Yacht Club, which none of us
had been able to do for over two years. The Grand Duchess Marie
Pavlovna, wife of the Grand Duke Wladimir, was one of the first to
hold out the hand of reconciliation. The Grand Duke liked a game
of bridge in the evenings and O'Beirne was a good player. So he and
I, since I also played, were invited together about once every ten days
to go there to dine and play bridge.
One of the social laws of St. Petersburg was that, whereas it was
normal to kiss every lady's hand on meeting her, it was not obligatory
except in the case of a Grand Duchess. The kissing of hands has never
been an accomplishment of the ordinary Englishman. It was certainly
a novelty to me and I was extremely clumsy about it. Instead of
raising the lady's hand to one's lips, I used to bend down till I bumped
my nose against the back of it. This was regarded by the Russian
ladies as a huge joke, and when I entered the room all the other guests
and the household used to form up in two rows up which 1 had to
walk with the Grand Duchess and loud laughter at the end of it I was
only twenty-three and very self-conscious, and the treatment I got in
St. Petersburg did a lot to cure me of that failing. I have always been
grateful for it. Another thing which the Russian ladies discovered was
that I used to blush very easily if the talk became at all ribald. The
result was that whenever I came into a drawing-room the conversa-
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